Sacred Heart University

DigitalCommons@SHU
All PTHMS Faculty Publications

Physical Therapy & Human Movement Science

9-2007

The Influence of Ambient Lighting Levels on
Postural Sway in Healthy Children Ages 9 to 11
Yvette Blanchard
Sacred Heart University, blanchardy@sacredheart.edu

Rebecca McVeigh
Megan Graham
Melissa Cadet
Kabulo Mwilambwe
See next page for additional authors

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.sacredheart.edu/pthms_fac
Part of the Health Services Research Commons, Musculoskeletal, Neural, and Ocular Physiology
Commons, and the Pediatrics Commons
Recommended Citation
Blanchard, Y., McVeigh, R., Graham, M., Cadet, M., Mwilambwe, K., & Scott, C. (2007). The influence of ambient lighting levels on
postural sway in healthy children ages 9 to 11. Gait & Posture, 26(3), 442-445. doi: 10.1016/j.gaitpost.2006.10.009

This Peer-Reviewed Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Physical Therapy & Human Movement Science at
DigitalCommons@SHU. It has been accepted for inclusion in All PTHMS Faculty Publications by an authorized administrator of
DigitalCommons@SHU. For more information, please contact ferribyp@sacredheart.edu, lysobeyb@sacredheart.edu.

Authors

Yvette Blanchard, Rebecca McVeigh, Megan Graham, Melissa Cadet, Kabulo Mwilambwe, and Christi Scott

This peer-reviewed article is available at DigitalCommons@SHU: https://digitalcommons.sacredheart.edu/pthms_fac/35

This article was published in an Elsevier journal. The attached copy
is furnished to the author for non-commercial research and
education use, including for instruction at the author’s institution,
sharing with colleagues and providing to institution administration.
Other uses, including reproduction and distribution, or selling or
licensing copies, or posting to personal, institutional or third party
websites are prohibited.
In most cases authors are permitted to post their version of the
article (e.g. in Word or Tex form) to their personal website or
institutional repository. Authors requiring further information
regarding Elsevier’s archiving and manuscript policies are
encouraged to visit:
http://www.elsevier.com/copyright

Author's personal copy

Gait & Posture 26 (2007) 442–445
www.elsevier.com/locate/gaitpost

The influence of ambient lighting levels on postural
sway in healthy children
Yvette Blanchard *, Rebecca McVeigh, Megan Graham, Melissa Cadet,
Kabulo Mwilambwe, Christi Scott
Department of Physical Therapy, University of Hartford, 200 Bloomfield Avenue, West Hartford, CT 06117, United States
Received 23 June 2006; received in revised form 12 October 2006; accepted 31 October 2006

Abstract
The purpose of this study was to determine whether postural sway in healthy children varied in different levels of ambient lighting. Twelve
boys and 26 girls with a mean age of 118 months stood on a force platform under three conditions: eyes closed, eyes opened in regular light
(200 lx) and eyes opened in dim light (3 lx). Analysis of variance and pairwise comparisons revealed significantly more postural sway with the
eyes closed condition compared to the regular and dim light conditions but no differences between the regular and dim light conditions. While
our results on postural sway during the eyes closed condition are consistent with current findings in the pediatric and adult literature, our
findings comparing postural sway during regular and dim light conditions differ from those found in older adults. It appears that the visual
system of children is efficient in dim light conditions, adding support to the view that quiet standing is more dependent on vision in older adults
than in younger individuals.
Published by Elsevier B.V.
Keywords: Postural sway; Lighting; Visual environment; Postural stability; Children

1. Introduction
The purpose of this study was to determine whether
postural sway in healthy children aged 9–11 years varies
according to the level of ambient lighting. Postural control
can be defined as the ability to control the center of mass
over the base of support and can be measured by quantifying
the amount of postural sway on a force platform [1]. Usui
et al. [2] examined developmental changes in postural sway
in children and showed that postural sway decreases
markedly from 3 to 5 years of age, then more slowly after
6 years of age. Adult-like sway characteristics with less
variability in muscle responses are present from 7 to 11 years
of age [2,3] while an increase in postural sway is shown in
elderly people [4,5]. Multiple factors are related to postural
stability and may include muscular strength, proprioception,
reaction time and the integrity of the tactile, vestibular and
* Corresponding author. Tel.: +1 8607685288.
E-mail address: blanchard@hartford.edu (Y. Blanchard).
0966-6362/$ – see front matter. Published by Elsevier B.V.
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visual systems [1,6,7]. Studies by Shumway-Cook and
Horak [8] together with Deitz et al. [9] have shown less sway
and variability in performance with age under conditions of
sensory conflict [9]. There is also preliminary evidence that
children and adults sway more when their eyes are closed
compared with eyes open [4,5,11,12].
The efficiency of the visual system for the maintenance of
posture may depend on levels of ambient lighting and visual
acuity. Brooke-Wavell et al. [5] reported that postural sway
in older women increased with reductions in ambient light.
With an increase in age and accompanying decline in visual
acuity, a higher intensity of light was needed for the
maintenance of postural stability [12,13]. Kinsella-Shaw
et al. [14] also reported that ambient lighting affects postural
sway in older adults [13] and suggested that visual contrast
sensitivity may be important for postural control in older
people. Christina and Cavanagh [15] demonstrated that
older people use more cautious strategies during stair
descent in dim light [15]. Moreover young adults had greater
foot clearance during stair descent in dim light conditions
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when compared to bright ambient light conditions [16]. This
adaptation was not seen in older adults [16].
The effects of ambient lighting on postural control has not
been studied in children, despite investigations on postural
control in clinical populations such as children with learning
disabilities, motor delays [17] and spastic diplegia [19]. The
current experiment examined the effects of different levels
of ambient lighting on postural sway during quiet standing in
children aged 9–11 years. We hypothesized that children
would sway more in conditions of reduced ambient lighting
(dim light at 3 lx) and with eyes closed compared to regular
lighting conditions (200 lx).

2. Methods
2.1. Participants
All children in grades 4 and 5 from the University of
Hartford Magnet School were invited to participate in the
study. This age group was targeted for this study as literature
has suggested that children between the ages of 9 and 11
demonstrate adult-like sway characteristics [3] with less
variability than younger children. Pilot testing also showed
that children this age had a greater likelihood of completing
the task than younger children. From this sample of
convenience, 38 students from grades 4 and 5 participated
after providing informed consent from their parents. There
were 12 boys and 26 girls, with a mean age of 118 months.
They were typical healthy children who were able to walk
independently and were free of conditions affecting their
vision, gait or standing balance. Of the 38 subjects, five used
glasses and were asked to keep their glasses on during the
data collection procedure. Approval from the University of
Hartford Human Subjects Review committee was obtained
prior to data collection.
2.2. Apparatus
Center of pressure data (COP) data were collected using
an AMTI Accusway System for Balance and Postural Sway
Measurements (Advanced Mechanical Technology, Inc.,
Watertown, MA). A portable force platform was used to
collect the postural sway data and Swaywin software loaded
on a Hewlett-Packard laptop was used to acquire and
analyze the data. The software uses established algorithms to
calculate the location of the COP and related variables from
the forces and moments applied to the platform. A report of
validation tests of data acquisition and analysis of the
AccuSway system [19] indicated an absolute COP error
(which comprises noise, drift, and absolute accuracy) of less
than 0.061 cm over a 40 s trial period. Trial to trial error due
to noise (e.g. electrical or mechanical) was found to be
0.025 cm.
Four incandescent light sources on 8 ft. stands connected
to a control circuit were used as a source of illumination and

443

a EXTECH Model 407026 heavy duty light meter was used
to measure the different levels of illumination in the room.
2.3. Procedures
Each participant was tested individually in a room
reserved for the purposes of data collection at the University
of Hartford Magnet School. Prior to data collection, two
practice trials of 15 s were performed. Children were asked
to stand on the floor in a comfortable posture with their arms
at their side. For the first practice trial, they were instructed
to look at a vertical line projected on a wall 5 ft. away in
regular light. They performed the second practice trial with
their eyes closed. Each child was then tested in the following
three experimental conditions: eyes opened in regular light
(200 lx), eyes opened in dim light (3 lx) and eyes closed in
regular light. The order of presentation of the three
conditions was randomly assigned and each condition
was performed three times for a total of 30 s each. There was
a 3-min accommodation period in between regular and dim
light conditions to allow the eyes to accommodate to the new
lighting conditions. The same instructions used during the
practice trials were given during each condition for the
actual experiment. The duration of testing was approximately 20 min.
2.4. Data analysis
Swaywin software was used to calculate the five
dependent measures: length of the center of pressure
(LCOP); sway range and sway variability in antero-posterior
(SRAP, SVAP) and medio-lateral (SRML, SVML) directions. The LCOP is the distance that the center of pressure
(COP) traveled from its start point over the 30 s trial period.
Sway range is the difference between the two extreme
position values in the specified AP or ML direction. Sway
variability is the standard deviation of the COP in the
specified direction. Mean values for all dependent measures
were determined for the three trials of each condition
performed by each subject. Repeated measures analyses of
variance (ANOVA) were used to examine the effects of
lighting (eyes closed, eyes open in regular light, eyes open in
dim light) on the dependent measures. Level of statistical
significance was set at 0.05. Mauchly’s test of sphericity was
used to ensure that the assumption of sphericity was not
violated. When ANOVA revealed significant effects,
pairwise comparisons with significance levels adjusted
using the Bonferonni method were used to determine
differences among means.

3. Results
Each of the ANOVAs for repeated measures performed
met the assumption of sphericity ( p > 0.05). The ANOVA
for LCOP revealed a main effect of lighting condition
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Table 1
Means, standard deviations and results of ANOVA for length of center of
pressure (LCOP), sway range and sway variability in the antero-posterior
(SRAP, SVAP) and medio-lateral (SRML, SVML) directions in the three
conditions: eyes closed (EC), dim light (DL) and regular light (RL)
Condition

Mean

S.D.

F-value

p-Value

ANOVA
ECLCOP
DLLCOP
RLLCOP
ECSRAP
DLSRAP
RLSRAP
ECSRML
DLSRML
RLSRML
ECSVAP
DLSVAP
RLSVAP
ECSVML
DLSVML
RLSVML

71.1463
67.8816
66.4511
2.3500
1.9858
1.9332
1.3239
1.3211
1.2742
0.4497
0.3929
0.3876
0.2387
0.2479
0.2368

13.37091
14.62611
14.92137
0.7845
0.52257
0.59513
0.5623
0.57455
0.69315
0.16421
0.12645
0.13742
0.12285
0.13437
0.16493

24.92

<0.005

10.043

<0.005

0.385

0.683

6.342

<0.005

0.452

0.64

(F = 24.92, p < 0.005, Table 1). Pairwise comparisons
revealed significantly more LCOP for the eyes closed
condition than for the regular and dim light conditions but no
difference between the dim and regular light conditions
(Table 2).
The ANOVA for sway range in the antero-posterior
direction revealed an effect of lighting condition (F = 10.04,
p < 0.005), but no effect in the medio-lateral direction
(Table 1). Again, pairwise comparisons revealed significantly more SRAP with eyes closed when compared to the
regular and dim light conditions with no differences between
those two latter conditions. Similar findings were found with
sway variability (Table 2) where the ANOVA revealed a
main effect of lighting conditions for the antero-posterior
direction (F = 6.34, p < 0.005) but not in the medio-lateral
direction. The findings from the pairwise comparisons
showed similar findings as with the sway range with
differences found between eyes closed and regular and dim
light conditions but not between the two lighting conditions.
Table 2
Results of pairwise comparisons comparing length of center of pressure
(LCOP), sway range and sway variability in the antero-posterior (SRAP,
SVAP) and medio-lateral (SRML, SVML) directions between the three
conditions: eyes closed (EC), dim light (DL) and regular light (RL)
Condition

Mean difference

p-Value

Pairwise comparison
ECLCOP–DLLCOP
ECLCOP–RLLCOP
DLLCOP–RLLCOP
ECSVAP–DLSVAP
ECSVAP–RLSVAP
DLSVAP–RLSVAP
ECSRAP–DLSRAP
ECSRAP–RLSRAP
DLSRAP–DLSRAP

3.265
4.695
1.431
0.057
0.062
0.005
0.364
0.417
0.053

0.001
0.000
0.214
0.004
0.001
1.000
0.001
0.000
1.000

4. Discussion
Similar to earlier reports on postural sway with eyes
closed [4–6,9–11] our findings highlight the importance of
the visual system in the maintenance of postural stability in
steady stance in children. Previous studies on the effects of
ambient lighting on postural sway with eyes open have
suggested reduced efficiency of the visual system under
reduced lighting conditions in older adults [5,14–16].
Previous studies on ambient lighting where old and young
people were compared examined dynamic postural control,
with differences in performance favoring younger adults
[17,18]. We hypothesized that children would be similarly
affected by reduced lighting and this would manifest as
increased postural sway. Contrary to this prediction, our
results showed postural sway during quiet standing for
children between the ages 9–11 years to be unaffected by the
dim lighting conditions.
A possible explanation for the differences in performance
between the children in our study and elderly people in
previous investigations could be related to the integrity of
the visual system. None of the parents reported problems
with vision that could impact their child’s ability to maintain
a quiet standing position so it was therefore assumed that
children were within close range of 20/20 vision. The five
subjects in this study with corrected vision wore their glasses
during data collection to eliminate the potential effect of
diminished visual acuity on postural sway. It could therefore
be argued that the visual systems of the children in our study
were not sufficiently challenged during the dim lighting
condition and that their visual systems were able to adjust to
the reduced lighting condition without added cost to postural
stability. Decreased visual acuity in the elderly has been
thought to play a role in the incidence of falls in the dark
[20]. Kinsella-Shaw et al. [14] have recently proposed that
the degree of visual contrast sensitivity may contribute most
to postural control. So while at first hand it appears that
visual acuity could explain changes in adaptation in the dark
for the elderly, it appears that visual contrast sensitivity is a
better predictor of postural control in quiet standing in
reduced lighting conditions.
Our study provides preliminary information on the effects
of illumination on postural stability in children. Our sample
of convenience was relatively small and selected from one
urban school setting. All children were developing typically
with good vision and no diagnosis as reported by their
parents. The age range selected for this study was limited to
the 9–11 years range thus limiting our ability to generalize
our findings to groups of children of younger or older ages.
Nevertheless, our study provides unique information on the
effects of ambient lighting conditions on postural stability in
typical children and adds support to the view that quiet
standing is more dependent on vision in older adults than for
younger people. Whether younger and older children or
children with disabilities have similar responses remains to
be determined.

Author's personal copy

Y. Blanchard et al. / Gait & Posture 26 (2007) 442–445

Acknowledgements
We wish to thank the following people from the
University of Hartford Magnet School who made this
project possible: Patti Mascetti, Beth Phelps, Dr. Cheryl
Kloczko, students who participated in the study and their
parents, faculty and staff and Dr. Joseph Townsley from
the Capitol Region Education Council in Hartford. Our
deepest gratitude goes to the late Dr. Geraldine Pellecchia
who helped us design this study; her work continues to
inspire us all. This research was partially funded by the
Dean’s Research Fund from the College of Education,
Nursing and Health Professions of the University of
Hartford.

References
[1] Magill RA. Motor learning and control: concepts and applications.,
7th ed, New York, NY: McGraw-Hill; 2004.
[2] Usui N, Maekawa K, Hirasawa Y. Development of the upright postural
sway of children. Dev Med Child Neurol 1995;37:985–96.
[3] Shumway-Cook A, Woollacott MH. The growth of stability: postural
control from a developmental perspective. J Mot Behav 1985;17:131–
47.
[4] Simoneau GG, Leibowitz HW, Ulbrecht JS, Tyrrell RA, Cavanagh PR.
The effects of visual factors and head orientation on postural steadiness in women 55–70 years of age. J Gerontol 1992;47:M151–8.
[5] Brooke-Wavell K, Perrett LK, Howarth PA, Haslam RA. Influence of
the visual environment on the postural stability in healthy older
women. Gerontology 2002;48:293–7.
[6] Lord SR, Clark RD, Webster IW. Postural stability and associated
physiological factors in a population of aged persons. J Gerontol
1991;46:M69–76.

445

[7] Woollacott MH, Shumway-Cook A. Changes in posture control across
the life span: a systems approach. Phys Ther 1990;70:799–807.
[8] Shumway-Cook A, Horak FB. Assessing the influence of sensory
interaction on balance: suggestion from the field. Phys Ther 1986;
66:1548–50.
[9] Deitz JC, Richardson P, Atwater SW, Crowe TK, Odiorne M. Performance of normal children on the pediatric clinical test of sensory
interaction for balance. Occup Ther J Res 1991; 11:336–56.
[10] Riach CL, Hayes KC. Maturation of postural sway in young children.
Dev Med Child Neurol 1987;29:650–8.
[11] Przysucha EP, Taylor MJ. Control of stance and developmental
disorder: the role of visual information. Adapted Phys Activity Quart
2004;21:19–33.
[12] Lord SR, Ward JA. Age-associated differences in sensorimotor function and balance in community-dwelling women. Age Ageing
1994;23:452–60.
[13] McMurdo MET, Gaskell A. Dark adaptation and falls in the elderly.
Gerontology 1991;37:221–4.
[14] Kinsella-Shaw JM, Harrison SJ, Colon-Semenza C, Turvey MT.
Effects of visual environment on quiet standing by young and old
adults. J Mot Behav 2006;38:251–64.
[15] Christina KA, Cavanagh PR. Ground reaction forces and frictional
demands during stair descent: effects of age and illumination. Gait
Posture 2002;15:153–8.
[16] Hamel KA, Okita N, Higginson JS, Cavanagh PR. Foot clearance
during stair descent: effects of age and illumination. Gait Posture
2005;21:135–40.
[17] Deitz JC, Richardson P, Crowe TK, Westcott SL. Performance of
children with learning disabilities and motor delays on the pediatric
clinical test of sensory interaction for balance (P-CTSIB). Phys Occup
Ther Pediatr 1996;16:1.
[18] Rose J, Wolff DR, Jones VK, Bloch DA, Oehlert JW, Gamble JG.
Postural balance in children with cerebral palsy. Dev Med Child
Neurol 2002;44:58–63.
[19] Advanced Mechanical Technology Inc.. AccuSway Plus System
Validation. MA: Watertown; 2002.
[20] Wilder-Smith OHG, Thorp TAS. How dangerous are falls in old
people at home? Br Med J 1981;282:2132–3.

